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This studio is focussed on conducting design research through digital and physical 
modelling. It is undertaken not to reify ‘modelling architecture’ or ‘modelling ideas’ 
in a universal sense, but examines the performance of an architectural model when 
ideas are yet to emerge from local climate conditions. This is a conscious decision 
based on a desire to test whether the ambiguity of traditional conceptual models can 
be overcome by engaging directly with modelling as process. That is, whether it is 
possible to model ideas as though they are real rather than a representation of 
something yet to appear, and if so can the process provide ‘real-time’ feedback on 
effects and outcome such that they inform design decision making. With emphasis on 
learning through researching properties, effects, combinations of form and material, 
and software programming, modelling is understood as an iterative process rather than 
finished ‘presentation’; a process that may enable students to move beyond traditional 
reliance on sketches and verbalisation to communicate concepts and ideas.  
 
For this experiment conducted at Victoria University Wellington, New Zealand we 
invited students to suspend belief in design dependent on ‘concepts,’ ‘metaphors’ and 
other idealised notions at the outset of design process and instead asked that they 
focus on data driven environments in which topographic form making is informed by 
varied dynamic systems associated with the occupants and activity. This methodology 
is more closely aligned with bottom-up thinking allowing for complex interactions 
between parts, whilst bringing together disparate entities. Understood as a flexible 
system it is able to respond to and influence its own effects. Such methodology runs 
counter to traditional systems in which the linear process of hypothesis, analysis and 
intervention are understood as being less adaptive and responsive to data input. 
 
The use of metric and observational data is advocated in order to generate specific 
spatial and surface descriptions that affect, interfere and overlap, creating intensities 
that are responsive to the changing nature of information. Importantly the process is 
designed to realise multiple virtual potentials generated from the lived traces of 
inhabitation and occupation. These include such things as kinetic responses to shifts 
in activity or occupation, as well as connections realised through interference and 
interaction. Moreover complex interrelations between operational parameters and 
material form derived from localised climatic conditions, suggest that form generation 
is not anticipated but is formative.  
 
Maps and diagrams are used to describe interior surfaces as a spatial presence of 
occupational activity. The degree to which objects and people structure the 
environment by casting shadows, leaving imprints or impressing themselves on or 
through objects and each other, evolves a building typology responsive to socio-
spatial climate. Specific conditions including dead zones, overlaps, and interferences 
contribute to a diagram not unlike ‘hertzian’ space identified by Anthony Dunne and 
Fiona Raby.1 While these researchers focus on the spatialization of electromagnetic 
waves radiating from electronic objects, this experiment reads interior environments 
as connected space, bounded not exclusively by ‘construction’ but as a spatial 
delimitation that contributes to the making of surfaces. That is, differentiated spaces 
providing for individual occupation, use and preferences of inhabitants are directly 
informed by social occupations. Boundaries become a relative notion determined by 
individual and collective inhabitation, and localised temporal states.  
 
To accomplish this site data is gathered and recorded through photographs, sketches, 
notes, and audio/video interviews. Early analysis through participation, site 
observation and documentation of variable and changing data on such things as the 
body’s(ies’) occupation of space, placement of artefacts, operational requirements, 
environmental factors and so on, are used to re-describe an interior lining that is a 
specific rather than general spatial envelopment. Moreover photographic 
documentation reveals that many places are simply furnished generic commercial 
spaces with equipment necessary for their specialisation organised in an add-hoc 
manner. For example the full body massage suite captured in a series of extraordinary 
covert images, depicts the uncontrolled accumulation of equipment and paraphernalia 
suggesting a dissonance between space and function. With little room to get changed 
or hang clothes, the client’s body is literally forced onto the only remaining free space 
– the massage table. Any sensuality of the semi/naked body or intimacy between form 
and materials is lost, an observation noted in other site visits concluding that generally 
these interiors are conditioned by the existing functionally-neutral environment of 
‘generic commercial space’.   
 
Working from an initial conceptual design a small student group worked 
collaboratively to examine and develop the project through new propositions. To be 
effective the sharing of information involved collective conceptualisation of the 
design when there was both partial knowledge about the design and the mode of 
representation. To advance ideas the group generated form by registering the body’s 
movement in space as the massage is performed, and mapping how space/surface is 
changed when the masseur’s body presses against it. Initial physical experimentation 
with plaster of Paris and textile materials was conducted through full size modelling 
against the body. This included stiffening the textile to provide a solid form where it 
came in contact with the body leaving other material loose, and vice versa. At the 
same time a simple 3D Studio Max™ model was used to simulate deformable 
surfaces and their interaction with a digital body. But despite the realistic rendering 
appearing tangible, there was no material possibility nor any physical experience 
associated with this representation. This type of testing forces the limitations of the 
various software to be revealed, which is set against the backdrop of the difficulty that 
comes with full scale physical modelling conducted in a studio setting.     
 
Further design data came from considering massage practice itself and the position of 
the masseur relative to the client’s body, rather than any pre-exiting homogenous 
space. Two students of differing physical stature simulated massaging a client, 
documenting the process through a series of digital images that were then used to 
generate a description of the body moving through space. Head, shoulders, lower back 
and feet position were imported into a Sketchup™ model. These parameters were 
used to define tolerance volumes accommodating data from both students’ simulation. 
The final digital model was generated from a series of U-lofts made from 
vertical/radial sections through the bubbles.  
 
To account for membrane transparency and determine deformable surface areas from 
areas of rigidity, the students returned to the positions of both ‘masseurs.’ From this 
data the enclosing membrane followed the profile of the inner (smaller) body, and 
stretched to accommodate the larger figure. That is, when the head, lower back and 
feet press into the membrane the surface expanded. Elasticity was achieved by 
reducing the thickness of material and introducing cuts and folds.  
 
During this process the problem of excess information is very real and at times seems 
to overwhelm design decision making, opening data and material to intuition, 
interpretation and evaluation as architecture. That is, different forms of data whether 
‘read’ through photographic images, measured on site, or obtained through focussed 
group interviews needs evaluating and actualised through modelling. And since there 
is no traditional ‘concept’ acting as partí, data is not edited until all relational 
constructs are explored, thereby allowing for architectures that are unknown and 
impossible to preconceive.   
 
Following completion by the student group a small research grant enabled further 
progression into full size prototype. During this period the final 3D Studio Max™ 
digital ‘pod’ provided the data for a subsequent feedback process that included biped 
animations. Two bipeds animated with appropriate movements related to ’moving 
centres’ and positioned relative to the massage table defined the inner ‘relaxed’ and 
deformed ‘stretched’ surface. This time the generation of the pod using a digital 
‘drape’ technique resulted in a direct relationship between curvature and body 
position, visualized through density of faces indicating greater curvature. 
Optimization of the form enabled the development of one ‘structural’ zone through 
other software packages to be flattened into developable strips for pattern cutting. Full 
size physical form was constructed using Ethylene Vinyl Acetate (EVA) foam with 
three-dimensional shape defined by the patterns resulting in a nonlinear articulated 
surface.  
 
Approaching design through collaboration and modelling as the primary instrument of 
enquiry, rather than representation, has an impact on working methods and outcomes. 
Of importance to the group is to move away from more traditional approaches to 
creating a design before it is tested through construction and materials, as this method 
reduces potential for creative input. We found that to test open ideas through 
modelling requires shorter, more frequent iterations, a process that demands more 
frequent communication between collaborators; a process that leads to more cohesive 
understanding of the issues by all members of the design team. 
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